DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED 306 701 



EA 021 001 



AUTHOR Dougherty, Van 

TITLE The First Step: Understanding the Data, Youth at 

Risk. 

INSTITUTION Education Commission of the States, Denver, Colo. 
PUB DATE Nov 87 

NOTE 35p. 

AVAILABLE FROM Distribution Center, Education Commission of the 
States, Suite 300 1860 Lincoln Street, Denver, CO 
80295 (Stock No. AR-87~3; $5.00 plus $1.00 postage 
and handling) . 

PUB TYPE Reports ~ Research/Technical (143) 

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC02 Plus Postage. 

DESCRIPTORS Behavior Problems; *Data Analysis; Dropouts; Futures 
(of Society); *High Risk Students; Information 
Retrieval; Problem Solving; Student Needs; 
*Transitional Programs; * Youth 

ABSTRACT 

This paper is the third in an Education Commission of 
the States (ECS) series focusing on the problems of youth at risk of 
not successfully making the transition to adulthood. The topic of 
this paper is the use of both existing and new information to 
understand the magnitude, scope, and future of students who are 
educationally at risk. The first sections discuss indicators that 
help tell who is at risk. The second section discusses problems in 
managing large quantities of data. In the final section the ways 
policymakers can use information to inform and make better policy 
decisions is considered. In Appendix A, issues of defining and 
counting dropouts are discussed. Appendix B presents a potential 
school dropout form and, Appenaix c l?-ts data-gathering instruments. 
Appended is a bibliography and 27 references. (SI) 



* Reproductions supplied by EDRS art the best that can be made * 

* from the original document. * 
********************* 



o 
o 

Q 
UJ 



The First Step: Understanding 
: * The Data ' \ ' 




YOUTH AT RIS 




ERIC 



U.S. DEPARTMENT ' F EDUCATION 

Office ol Educational Research and Ifrprovement 

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 

CENTER (ERIC) 
^This document has been reproduced as 
rViecewed (rom tue person or organization 

Originating it 
C Mmor Changes have been made to improve 
reproduction quafit/ 

• Fotnts ol view or opinions Stated m ihts docu- 
men! do not necessarily represent oHiCial 
OERl position or policy 



"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS 
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 





TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)/* 



THE FIRST STEP: UNDERSTANDING THE DATA 



By 

Van Dougherty 



Education Commission of the States 
1860 Lincoln Street, Suite 300 
Denver, Colorado 80295 



November 1987 



fflRn?-°^ this book are avaUable for $5.00 from the ECS Distribution Center 
1860 Lincoln Street, Denver, Colorado 80295, 303-830-3692. Isk f or No AR-87-3. 

©Copyright 1987 by the Education Commission of the States. 



ERIC 



TABLE OF C 3NTENTS 



INTRODUCTION 1 

THE PROBLEMS 4 

INDICATORS OF RISK 5 

Student Indicators 5 

School Indicators g 

DATA MANAGEMENT n 

CURRENT DATA NEEDS 

To learn about the magnitude of the problem 13 

To evaluate the effectiveness of programs and policies 15 

CONCLUSION 

APPENDIX A 18 

APPENDIX B 21 

APPENDIX C 24 

BIBLIOGRAPHY or 



ERIC 



FOREWORD 



This paper is the third of an Education Commission of the States (ECS) series focusing on 
the problems of youth at risk of not successfuUy making the transition to adulthood - the 
dropout, the underachiever and far too many others of our young people who end up 
disconnected from school and society. The topic of this paper is the use of both existing 
and new information to understand the magnitude, scope and nature of students who are 
edueationaUy at risk. Such an understanding is the first step for schools, districts and 
states better to serve at risk youngsters. 

Although arguments continue about whether the number of students who drop out of 
school IS closer to 12% or 2796, there is a growing consensus that the demands of 
international competitiveness will force this country to reduce significantly this rate of 
failure, no matter what its magnitude. In order to accomplish this poel, better 
. information on the progress that youngsters make is essential, as is°the continuous 
evaluation of strategies employed to ensure each student's success in school. 

Van Dougherty, an ECS policy analyst has been with the commission for nine years. Most 
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INTRODUCTION 



During the past few years an increased dialogue on education in this country has 
paved the way for a wide range of programs, policies and reforms dealing with schools, 
students and teachers. These initiatives have, by and large, focused on raising teacher 
salaries, increasing course requirements for students and making the high school 
curriculum more rigorous. Now, another debate is forming about students who are not 
completing their high school educations or who are in danger of not doing so. Although 
these students are not a recent phenomenon, they are receiving increased attention. 

According to numerous studies, polls, surveys and data bases, a sizeable number of 
youth are not successfully participating in the educational process. The term "at-risk 
youth" is now commonplace among researchers, policy m-.kers and educators. These 
young people are at risk not only of not getting a diploma, but also of graduating with 
inadequate academic competencies, of not pursuing additional educational experiences, 
of not becoming successfully employed and of not making a successful transition to 
adulthood and becoming productive members of society. 

The reasons these youth are at risk are many. Substance abuse, delinquency, 
pregnancy, poverty and low educational achievement are all familiar indicators of the 
pUght of many young people. Statistics on each underscore the magnitude of the 
problem. About 2296 of chUdren live in poverty; drug and alcohol abuse have risen 60- 
fold since 1960; teenage homicide is up 20096 for whiter since 1950; teenage arrests ' 
doubled from 1960 to 1980; teenage unemployment is up 35% for whites and 6096 for non- 
whites since 1961. Although any one of these indicators is cause for alarm, the fact that 
many youth fall into multiple categories is even more troubling. 

Why the rising concern about dropouts in particular, the most obvious case of being 
"at risk," and about at-risk youth in general? First, few of the education reforms 
enacted in the early 1880s have addressed the needs of students who may see these new. 
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stricter policies as the final push out the schoolroom door (MDC, 1985). There is also 
concern that more rigorous academic standards may increase the dropout rate (NatrieUo, 
Pallas, 1986). 

Second, minority populations, who traditionaUy have not performed as well in 
school and have had higher dropout rates than their white counterparts, are making up an 
increasing proportion of public school enroUments (Hodgkinson, 1985; Levin, 1985). This 
combination portends that even larger numbers of minority students may not complete 
high school, a faUing that wiU foUow these students the rest of their lives. The U.S. 
Department of Commerce estimates that students with only one or two years of high 
school WiU earn 25% less over their lifetime than high school graduates, a loss to society 
in terms of tax revenues as well as to the individual. 

Heightened interest in competitiveness in the world marketplace is a third reason 
for concern. Studies show that U.S. business and industry wiU experience shortages of 
entry-level workers within the next decade and that many jobs will require higher skills 
than today's typical high school graduates possess (National Commission on ExceUence in 
Education, 1983; ECS, 1983). Large numbers of high school students at risk of school 
failure is economically unacceptable. 

Fourth, it costs society more to provide for a population dependent on welfare and 
other state and federal subsidies than to educate and assist students in becoming 
participating members of society. One researcher estimated that society loses $200,000 
per dropout through loss of tax revenues and increased welfare, unemployment and crime 
costs (CatteraU, 1985). This adds up to $200 billion for each school class across the 
nation. Even if those figures are substantiaUy reduced to aUow for weak labor markets 
and other factors, the losses stiU add up to $26,000 per dropout and more than $20 billion 
per class cohort, he found. 

I 

Harold Hodgkinson of the Institute for Educational Leadership has pointed out that 
the costs to the nation reach even further. In 1950, every American retiree had 17 
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workers paying his or her Social Security benefits. In 1992, that figure wiU drop to three, 
one of them minority, he said. 

State and local policy malcers are looking for solutions to this increasing population 
of youth at risk. They want to know where to put the effort, where to put the money, 
how much it wiU cost and what kinds of policies and programs wiU help solve the 
problem. But, they are getting different messages about who is at risk, what kinds of 
information they should coUect and what are the best ways to use that information. 

Gathering information about youth at risk should not be an obstacle to action, but 
the lack of accurate, comparable data has made it difficult for educators and policy 
makers to get a true picture of the scope and nature of the problem. This report looks at 
the information commonly avaUable to policy makers and explores some of the issues in 
collecting, understanding and using the data. 



THE PROBLEMS 

Data and statistics serve some important functions. They show how many people 
are or are not affected by a particular policy/issue. Data describe characteristics of 
students and groups of students who are at risk. They help policy makers determine, and 
illustrate, whether schools, organizations, programs and policies are successful. Thev 
help them understand whether a problem is increasing or decreasing, what resources are 
needed and how they sliould be distributed. 

Organizations, federal, state and local governments, and schools collect a wealth of 
information. Nationally, the National Assessment of Educational Progress focuses on 
trends in achievement. The Scholastic Aptitude Test and American College Testing 
programs try to predict future achievement in postsecondary education. 

Data sets from the federal High School and Beyond data base have been analyzed to 
determine how achievement and attitudes differ among students who drop out of school 
and those who stay. (The most frequently cited studies from that data base analyze the 
school experiences of 1980 high school sophomores from 1980 to 1982). Other data from 
the federal government and national organizations supply information on poverty, 
unemployment and teen pregnancy. Evaluation data from Chapter 1 and Head Start 
programs describe the impact of early intervention on the later education success of 
children. Organizations such as the Council of Chief State School Officers collect data 
across states on the number of youth who drop out of school. State departments of 
education and local school districts collect student-related statistics such as test scores, 
attendance patterns and grade-point averages. State and local youth-serving 
organizations gather data on the clients they serve. 

Lack of data is not the issue. Given the extent of data collection, it should be easy 
to determine exactly who is at risk of failing the education process. Why, then, is it so 
difficult to do so? There are several reasons. (1) The definitions of youth at risk are 
diverse and conflicting. "There are at least as many definitions of a dropout," for 
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example, "as there are school districts r-eording dropouts," according to Phi Delta 
Kappa's Center for Evaluation, Development and Research. The three major sources of 
national data - the Census Bureau, the National Center for Education Statistics and the 
High School and Beyond survey - use different definitions, and come up with dropout 
rates ranging from 14% to 28%. (2) Information is not available to the right people, such 
■ as teachers who are the ones working directly with students. (3) Educators and policy 
makers do not use, know how to use or understand the information that is available. 
Most likely, it is a combination of all of these. 

The collection, interpretation and use of data and information about high-risk youth 
raise a number of issues at both the state and local levels. The following section 
discusses indicators that help tell who is at risk. Subsequent sections discuss problems in 
managing large quantities of data and ways policy makers can use information to inform 
and make better policy. In Appendix A, issues of defining and counting dropouts are 
discassed. 
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INDICATORS OF RISK 
How does one judge who is at risk? TraditionaUy, risks are calculated in terms of 
background characteristics and conditions, (e.g., poverty and ethnicity). Descriptions of 
risk also focus on famUy characteristics, such as Uving in single-parent households, or on 
specific problems such as pregnancy or substance abuse. 

T*iis paper is principally concerned with youth who may be at risk in the 
educational sense, students who, for a variety of reasons, do not perform weU in school 
and who are Ukely to drop out. The school career of these students is characterized by 
low achievement, poor self-esteem, frequent absences and behavior problems. If such 
risk factors can be identified, they can be used to tailor policies and programs that wiU 
keep an "at-risk" student in school. 

WhUe much of the research has focused on characteristics of youth in an attempt 
to find out why some drop out of school or to identify students who are likely to, 
researchers are increasingly looking at school factors that contribute to the problem, 
such as tracking poUcies, inconsistent treatment of discipline problems or disinterested 
teachers (Fine, 1985; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986). Any discussion about future data needs 
should include the characteristics of schools that may have a negative impact on 
students. 



are 



Student Indicators 

Using national, state and locaUy generated data, some states and districts 
attempting to devise profiles of high-risk students by finding out why students dropped 
out. Most of the profiles are based on self-reports by dropouts and the High School and 
Beyond study. Often used by researchers to understand why a student left school, the 
latter cites reasons such as "did not like school," "could not get along with teachers" or 
"had to help to support family." 
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The belief is that profiles of dropouts will provide schools with a better estimate of 
the problems and the potential demands that will be placed on the schools. However, 
many studies of dropouts simply list the reasons that students give for dropping out. 
Unfortunately, they don't provide much insight into what preceded that decision. 
IWethods «n identify students at risk of dropping out need to provide more than simply a 
checklist of variables. 

Discussions with teachers, principals, counselors and other education personnel 
indicate that a wide range of indicators can and should be used to identify at-risk youth. 
Among them are low attendance, poor school performance (as evidenced by both low 
grades and standardized test scores) and grade retention. These data generally are 
collected by all schools. 

Other, more quaUtative indicators are less likely to be systematically recorded by 
schools, yet teachers say that many of these signal that a student may be having 
difficulties both inside and outside school. Passive or disruptive behavior in classrooms, 
health or emotional problems are frequently mentioned. Teachers also say that students 
who have no connection to the school outside the classroom - who do not belong to clubs 
or participate in organized sports or extracurricular activities - are students who show 
signs of disconnection to school and may be at risk of dropping out. 

Some school districts are trying to link quantitative and qualitative information to 
provide school personnel with a more complete picture of students. A North Carolina 
district uses a "Potential School Dropout Form" developed by the North Carolina 
Department of Education. Student information provided by teachers, counselors, 
administrators and parents is included on the form. The collected information ranges 
from basic student data such as attendance, grade retention, basic skiUs, subjects failed 
and family history to "observed data" such as school performance, behavior, study/work 
habits, participation in extracurricular activities, self-concept, types of friends, 
substance abuse, physical and/or mental health problems. (See Appendix B.) 
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m Florida, researchers at Florida Atlantic University based the following 
observations on research into the use of profiles and applying profUe characteristics. 

1. Profiles consisting of a list of variables or criteria often do not provide adequate 
direction to policy makers and educators because they fail to: (a) identify which 
are the most important factors in a student's decision to drop out, (b) specify the 
combinations of variables that may predict a future dropout or (c) identify the 
critical times at ich certain factors or events adversely affect a student. 

2. Some identification systems are based on "catalyst variables" - events that 
immediately precede the decision to drop out. Profiles relying strictly on these 
often result in a student's problems being identified too late or in factors that led 
to the decision being ignored. 

3. The most accurate identification methods frequently use data not readily available 
in student records, such as teacher observations and interviews. 

4. Many profiles identify factors that cannot be addressed by existing school services 
or programs. 

5. Many profiles ignore school factors such as unfair or inconsistent discipline policies 
that contribute to a student's decision to drop out. 
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Variables such as socioeconomic status, sex and racial/ethnic background are fairly 
useless predictors when the majority of a school's student population is associated 
with them, (Florida Department of Education, 1986). 



However, as the Florida researchers observed, the importance of the fifth and sixth 
observations listed above must be stressed. PoUcy makers must recognize that schools 
with few "at-risk youth" may differ drastically from large urban schools. The current 
structure of pubUc schools may nofbe capable of educating a majority population of at- 
risk youth. Schools with many high-risk youth may not have the capacity to work with 
students individually. They may not have sufficient resources, in terms of time, money, 
staff or expertise, to provide the multitude of educational and other services needed to 
reach a large population of youth at risk. This is not to say that urban systems are 
doomed to faUure, only that solutions beyond attempting to identify at-risk youth by a 
checkUst of student characteristics must be pursued. If states get into the business of 
indicators and profiles of high-risk youth, this distinction must be taken into 
consideration. 

Nonetheless, the criteria for designing profiles hold some promise for developing a 
framework for some schools to use as they address the needs of youth at cisk. As it 
stands now, much of the information about youth at risk, especially qualitative 
observations, is not always gathered in a systematic way, is not provided to school staff 
in ways they can use and is not linked to an appropriate aad timely intervention. 

School Indicators 

Because many background characteristics and situations of students are 
unalterable, one must also examine the experiences students have in school. Studies of 
the schooling process indicate that schools must change some of their policies and 
practices to achieve greater success with some students. In an analysis of the High 
School and Beyond data that looked primarily at administrative practices and school 
policies, researchers found that certain characteristics of schools negatively affect 
students and increase their disconnection to school (Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). Their 
findings indicate that (1) perceived lack of teacher interest in students, (2) ineffective 
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and unfair discipline systems and (3) the aUowance of widespread truancy "form a pattern 
that cannot be easily dismissed because they reflect a fundamental problem with the 
perceived legitimacy of the institution." They further state that these problems have 
implications not only for dropouts but also for the degree of involvement by those who 
choose to stay. Other researchers agree, saying that structural factors, such as tracking 
and sorting students or suspension and expulsion policies, often force students out of 
school (Fine, 1986). 

If the school is to blame, at least in part, for the disengagement of students, then 
educators need to know how students perceive schools and teachers, and how teachers 
perceive students and the schools in which they teach. Data on the interactions between 
the school, student and teacher and on the perceptions of students and teachers should be 
used to identify areas for improvement. 

Four instruments are available to help gather this information: Educational Quality 
Assessment, Quality of School Life, Effective Schools Battery and Wisconsin Youth 
Survey. These instruments are designed with high-risk youth as the focus. They seek 
information about student expectations, perceptions about rules and regulations, 
attitudes toward the school and teachers. They also include questions about teacher 
expectations, student interest and involvement in school and school climate. (See 
Appendix C for a description of each instrument and how they may be obtained.) 

A key concern for state and local poHcy makers is how to use profiles or indicators 
and, at the same time, avoid negative labels, stigmas and self-fulfiUing prophesies. 
Identifying students as being at risk could potentiaUy do more harm than good if efforts 
are not made to ensure that such students are not subjected to situations that increase 
their disconnection to school and their education. 
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DATA MANAGEMENT 
The day-to-day management of large quantities of information is no small task. 
Teachers remark that they know quite a bit about the students they come in contact 
with, but have little tim^ to share that information with other teachers and staff. Many 
schools do not provide a formal structure by which teachers can record their observations 
and consult with each other on the best ways to work with individual students. 

Computers hold much promise because they make it possible for greater amounts of 
student information to be shared among aU school personnel. A carefuUy designed 
software package that allows for a variety of student information to be recorded could 
provide useful information on an ongoing basis. Information could be categorized not 
only by students, but also by class, grade and teacher. Analyses of the data could 
indicate, for example, which students took certain classes, how much absenteeism there 
was in a given class or grade, behavior patterns and other variables. A computerized 
student record system also could yield information on how successful or unsuccessful 
certain efforts have been with individual students. Such data could be the basis for 
attempts to improve programs, policies and services (ECS, 1985). 

For such a system to work, however, it must be easUy accessible to those personnel 
who have the most contact with students - the teachers. Unfortunately, teachers 
remark that computers are not commonly available to them. As one teacher said: "I go 
into a first-grade classroom and students have access to computers, whUe the teacher is 
busy drawing lines on a sheet of paper to record attendance in the class." 

A Colorado school district is eurrenUy developing a such a computerized system to 
identify at-risk students. In cooperation with the Human Resources Department and 
other agencies such as social services. Head Start, juvenUe justice and mental health, the 
district drew up a list of seven indicators related to dropping out of school: attendance, 
mobUity/transiency, family status, ethnicity, suspension, gender and achievement. A 
district committee composed of counselors, social workers and psychologists wiU match 



student information to the indicators to rank students from high to low risk. A team of 
educators and agency personnel wiU identify the needs of high-risk students and develop 
an alternative education program and/or recommend other strategies. Community 
agencies will provide information on students who are receiving their services, although 
specific detaUs will not be part of the computerized student record. The philosophy 
behind this system is to monitor the progress of high-risk youth inside and outside the 
school to spot problems before they develop. This program will be piloted in the 1987-88 
school year in four elementary, two middle and two high schools. 

However, computerized individual student profiles that contain more personal 
information on a student and his/her experiences, both inside and outside the classroom, 
raise several important issues. One is access. Another is the legal question of privacy. 
Who WiU have access to the information? WiU the information create unfair prejudices 
about certain students? What kinds of information are and are not necessary for 
educators to have? 
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CURRENT DATA NEEDS 
After the data are collected, how should policy makers use v/hat they find out? 

To learn about the magnitude of the problem 
Before sound policy can be formulated, local and state policy makers must 
understand how big the problem is - how many young people are at risk? Where are 
they? Are their numbers increasing or decreasing? What particular problems do they 
have? 

To begin, states should define dropouts, for example, and require all school districts 
to use that definition. This would provide a state with comparable information about the 
number of youth at risk in every district and school. However, while a statewide 
definition is necessary to eliminate technical and political problems that hamper more 
accurate and reliable coUection of data, it wiU not answer all the data needs at the local 
level. (See Appendix A for a discussion of issues pertaining to the collection of dropout 
statistics." 

What it wiU do is help states collect the base data they need to evaluate the impact 
of services for at-risk youth and to spot and monitor trends. A trend toward more 
teenage pregnancies, for instance, can help determine policy and program responses. 
Trends can be used as evidence to develop financial support for education and create and 
continue public awareness of the problem. 

Monitoring statewide trends can also yield information about future needs of the ' 
student population. For example, Colorado tests entering first graders on a variety of 
skiUs, including listening, word analysis, vocabulary, reading, language skiUs and 
mathematics. The lack of such skills indicates these students are Ukely to need 
additional help. The first graders also are categorized by those who have had preschool 
and/or kindergarten experience. The Department of Education is finding that blacks and 
Hispanics enter school with far fewer skUls than Anglo students. Information such as this 
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has been used to develop support for a new task force, First Impressions, which wiU study 
and develop poUcy strategies for early childhood education in Colorado. 

Another indicator of how widespread a certain problem might be is the 
demographic breakdown of a community or state. Researchers know that dropouts, for 
example, tend to be disproportionately from minority and low-income families. As states 
look at causes of and strategies to prevent dropping out, they need to know the 
characteristics of their population and how it's changing. For example, studies show that 
in certain areas of the country, the white majority is being replaced by blacks and 
Hispanics (Hodgkinson, 1985). Other studies show that the dropout rate is not remaining 
constant among groups of students. The Census Bureau has indicated that dropout rates 
for blacks and for white females have decreased, while the figures for white and Hispanic 
males have increased (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1982). 

Baseline information also is necessary to understand where concentrations of high- 
risk youth are. Across large districts, as well as within states, schools may vary widely 
in the make-up of their student population and the school's capacity to provide 
comprehensive services to students at risk. This distinction must be kept in mind when 
developing policy and programs. 

In summary, at the state level, better documentation and understanding of the 
magnitude of the problem assists policy makers in marshalling the resources needed to 
address the issues of youth at risk. As long as data are perceived to be inaccurate and 
unreUable, it will be difficult, at best, to convince poUcy makers, legislators and 
educators that there really is a problem and that they should provide the necessary 
resources, whether dollars or human capital, and to encourage leaders at both the state 
and local level. 
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To Evaluate the Effectiveness of Programs and Policies 
PoUcy makers also use data to develop and evaluate programs and to change or 
implement new poUcies. Systematic evaluations of programs and services depend on 
baseline data to determine whether or not a particular strategy has produced the desired 
results. 

However, few programs are systematically assessed. The Consortium on Dropout 
Prevention (a group of nine school districts across the country formed to gather and 
share information about dropout prevention practices) surveyed 564 middle and high 
schools in member districts during 1985 to look at, among other things, evaluation of 
programs initiated to prevent dropouts. It found that 13% of the programs were being 
formally evaluated; 2696 had data of some kind, such as attendance, retention, graduation 
rates, but 6196 were unable to provide any data about student progress due to 
participation in the program. The researchers noted that "without a reasonable data 
base, changes caused by program interventions cannot be validly or consistently 
measured." 

Evaluation data also help policy makers determine if a program's benefits exceed 
its cost or if one program is more cost-effective than another. Only by evaluating both 
the program outcomes and costs associated with implementing a program can policy 
makers begin to understand the components of successful programs. Evidence suggests 
that successful interventions may be expensive - lower class size, new curriculum, staff 
training. Given the fiscal picture in many schools, it will be necessary to determine if a 
given program is worth the cost (Rumberger, 1986). 
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CONCLUSION 

Although policy makers have some broad-based data about youth at risk, they 
seldom have all the information they need to make critical education policy decisions. 
The place to start when making state poHcy is to understand the magnitude of the 
problem - how many youch drop ou? of school, why did they leave, how many other youth 
are at risk of leaving? Data are also necessary to determine the scope of the problem. 
Is the state's at-risk population primarily confined to a small number of students in a few 
schools or districts? Does it encompass certain groups of students? Is it a problem that 
is confined to high school or does it extend to the early grades? These and other 
questions must be answered prior to developing poHcies to address the needs of these 
youth. 

At the local level, better information is needed about the progress of students 
through school and about what types of interventions have been tried. More qualitative 
information, such as study habits, parental support or health problems can help schools 
better understand and serve their students. Documenting the magnitude of the problem 
is important, but improving education for youth at risk requires new types of 
information. 

Research is just beginning to unravel the complexities of the at-risk youth 
population - what works with which students and why. Program evaluations should look 
not only at numbers of students who successfully complete programs, who graduate from 
high school, who have fewer absences, etc., but also at student and staff attitudes, 
expectations, changes in student behavior, seL'-esteem, feelings of self-worth and future 
goals. Schools policies and practices should be examined to determine what structures 
contribute to student disconnection from school. 

Information of this kind is a starting point for looking at how schools educate aU 
children, not just those who are deemed "at risk." Data on students, schools and 
programs are the foundation upon which poHcy can be made. Information is obtainable; 



however, it is just beginning to be used in ways that increase understanding of why 
students leave school and why some schools are more successful with certain students 
than others. 
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APPENDIX A 



Counting Dropouts 

How many young people drop out of school? The question is not as simple as it sounds, 
^^on l^^^^ "^'^ 25 ?6, increasing to more than 5096 in many 

urban schools (Reconnecting Youth. 1985). No one knows precise figures, and whUe the 
high-risk youth are pressing, much of the delay in devising solutions is 
mired m determining who is a dropout and how many there are. 

n?f jl^<^!f ^'^^^ ^he Council of Chief State School 

Officers (03SS0) recently looked at how states and large metropolitan school 
districts define dropouts and collect data. Both organizations reported many 
differences and some similarities regarding both the definition of dropouts 
and the methods of counting them. 

The OTCS survey suggests that counts of dropouts and definitions of dropouts 
vary for several reasons: t-v^^to 

1. Different methods of defining and connputing enrollment 

2. Different methods of defining and ccnputing dropouts 

3. Different methods of verifying students' status 

4. Uncontrollable coranunity differences such as mobility/transiency 

The survey found three methods of counting enrollirent: average enrollment 
over a period of time, enrollment on a fixed date and cumulative enrollment 
during thecourse of the school year. Although no method is better than 
another COCS suggests that the way enrollment is counted may produce an 
inflated or deflated picture of dropouts in a state. For exanple, districts 
using a fixed-date method to count enrollment, especially one close to the 
beginning of the school year, likely will get a higher dropout count, 
particularly in districts with a high irobil ity/transiency rate. On the other 
hand, ciinilative counting inflates enrollment and causes the dropout rate to 
be smaller . 

To document the numbers of dropouts accurately, a state must consistently 
define who is a dropout. As both the OXS and 0::SSO reports attest, states 
^n^n?lf f^^^^ definitions of who is and who is not to be 

counted as a dropout. For example, one large urban school system has 20 codes 
by which school personnel can categorize students who have left school. There 
IS a specific code for "dropout," as well as codes for married, cannot adjust, 
lost, not coming to school, needed at heme, etc. 

03CS found the following definitions of dropouts. 

' mL^^'^","^^ P"°' ^° graduation or ccnpletion of a fonml 

high school education or legal equivalent, who does not within 45 days 
enter another public or private educational institution or school program 

• Any entering frestman who does not graduate v/ith his or her class 
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• Any senior high school student who leaves school before graduating because 
he or she is over age, working full-time, institutionalized, in military 
service, pregnant, married, was excluded or could not be located 

• Any student who stops attending and has no intention of re-enrolling in 
another diplcma-granting school 

• Any student who leaves school before graduation or conpletion of the Vth 
grade for any reason other than transferring to another school district 
This includes all students who dropped out, were expelled/excluded or 
died. 

• Any student registered in grades 9-12 at a regular high school who leaves 
school and does not return or graduate between October 1 and June 30 

^^u""'^^"^^® inportant than the numbers is knowing why a student drops out. 
The OQCS survey reported several problem areas in verifying why sam students 
leave school. 

1. Reliability of personnel collecting the information 

2. How extensively school personnel attennpt to verify students' 
whereabouts 

3. Requesting and transmitting of student records fran school to school 
or district-to-district. 

Although problems relating to counting enrollment and defining and verifvin°- 
dropouts are within the control of schools and policy rakers, the 0308 
researchers suggested that outside influences may inpede the caiparison of 
dropout rates from district-to-district or state-to-state. For exanple, 
cities or states with large imnigrant populations and cities with industries 
that employ seasonal workers or large military populations can expect a higher 
student turnover rate. Accurate reporting of dropouts, especially for 
comparison purposes, should take these factors into consideration. 

03SS0 undertook a similar survey to describe state data collection methods 
with respect to dropouts. Researchers found that; 

1. Not all states collect dropout statistics. 

2. Statistics are collected in different grades. 

3. Schools do not have a systematic way of keeping records of students 
who leave or enter. 

4. Theve is no standard length of time for determining when a student 
who is not in school beccmes a dropout. 

The survey looked largely at the definitions of dropouts, suspended and 
expelled students and graduates and found rrany of the same problens OQCS 
found. TTie survey revealed that 29 states do not collect any data on expelled 
students; 33 do not collect any data on suspended students. While most states 
agree on the definition of "expelled" and "suspended," the length of the 
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expulsion or suspension before being counted as a dropout varies widely. 1^- 
definition of a graduate was generally conjistent across all states. 

Seme of these technical issues and the reasons they are not easily changed or 
modified have their roots in politics. Because of an increased ^hasis on 
accountability brought on in part by the excellence and school rSorm 
rrovCTents of the last several years, many states are reporting statewide 

fn^tifn'^"\°",'f alleging comparisons of hav one school is doing versus 
another schot)! (or district or state). ^ ver^ui 

o^Snnn/.f ^'/'^ ''^l^^ measuring school performance. While conparisons 
?he 3^ °^ ''""'^ unnecessary/given 

ho?i-^ °^ ^^^l °^ districts and states and their respective populations, 
he holding power of a school is an inportant indicator of hav ^11 ?he sihoo 
IS responding to its students. scnooi 

Additionally, the collection of accurate dropout data can be skewed by the way 
state aid is passed out. Because aid is distributed on a per-pupil basis it 

^nnn?/''%^'"T'^^-i"''''''' '^'^^^^^ adninistrators^o Report llr|e 
enrollments. Few, if any, financial incentives exist to encourage coUectine 
accurate and more detailed information on dropouts. collecting 

In sum, collection of accurate dropout data, both in tei-ms of numbers and 
aetinitions, is necessary to provide a meaningful nsasure of success, to helo 
target populations or age groups that seem to drop out more often than others 
and to evaluate dropout prevention program;. 
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APPENDIX B 



NORTH CAROLINA SCHOOLS 
Potential School Dropout Form 

Note: From the State Department of Public Instruction, North Carolina, 1985 



Name of Student Si^ade Level Date 



Referring Teacher School 



Identified exceptionality (if appropriate) 

Listed below are characteristics of potential school dropouts. Please check the 
appropriate column box for each characteristic. In addition, check the appropriate 
column for the characteristics you think are significantly impacting on the student's 
potential to be a school dropout. At the end of each section is a space for you to 
write pertinent comments. 

I. FACTUAL CHARACTCTTSTTps 

IshooU Number of Pays Absent/ Tardy 

I. Irregular attendance and/or First 9 weeks 

frequent tardiness. Second 9 weeks 

Third 9 weeks 

Fourth 9 weeks 



Failure - School Years Number school years retained 

Retained in current grade [ ] Yes 

C ] No 



Student lacks basic skills A. Check appropriate areas where basic 
necessary for success. skills are deficient: 

[ ] Reading [ ] Comm. Skills 
[ ] Writing [ ] Mathematics 
C ] Spelling [ ] Other 



4. Failure - school subjects 
Teacher Comments (Items 1-4): 



B. California Achievement Test Scores 
Composite percentile ; 

Number of school subjects student is 
currently failing 
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Famnv i 

5. Educational level of parents 
below high school level. 



Family patterns of dropping 
out of school. 



Miscellaneous family 
characteristics. 



Teacher Comments (Items 5-7) 



A. Did father graduate from high school? 

[ ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 

B. Did mother graduate from high school? 

[ ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 



A. Number of brothers/sisters in family 



B. Number of brothers/sisters dropping of 
school : 

Brothers Sisters Info. Unknown 

A. Are parents divorced? 

[ ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Informati on Unknown 

B. Does child live in a one parent 
household? 

C ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 

C. Does child live with a stepfather or 
stepmother? 

[ ] Yes [ i No [ ] Information Unknown 

D. Does child live in family situation 
other than with parents (grandparents, 
foster care, etc.)? 

[ ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 

E. Is there a history of frequent family 
moves/changes in school? 

C ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 

F. Is the child's family currently 
receiving economic assistance in 
government sources (food stamps, 
AFDC, etc.)? 

[ ] Yes [ ] No [ ] Information Unknown 




OBSERVABLE HHARACTgRTSTTr^ 
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School 
1. 

2. 

3. 



OCCASIONALLY FREQUENTLY UNOBSERVED SIGNIFICANT 

OBSERVED OBSERVED AND/OR NOT PROBLEM 
APPLICABLE 



Performance consistently 
below potential. 

Pattern of disruptive/ 
aggressive behavior. 

Poor study/work habits 
(attention span, test-taking 
ability). 
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2: 



4. Little or no participation 

in extracurricular or special 
interest activities. 

5. Poor self-concept (withdrawn, 
lack of friends, feeling of 
not belonging, etc.). 

Teacher Consnents: 



OCCASIONALLY FREQUENTLY UNOBSERVED SIGNIFICANT 

OBSERVED OBSERVED AND/OR NOT PROBLEM 
. APPLICABLE 

Family 

6. Parents not educationally 

supportive of their child. 

7. Parents not educationally 
supportive of their child's 

teacher/administrators. 

8. Unhappy family situation 
(neglect, abuse, emotional 
upheaval, lack of discipline, 
minimal family solidarity). 

9. Few family friends. 
Other Comments :^ 



Personal /Peers 

10. Friends not school oriented 
(friends not in school, 
former dropouts). 

11. Friends not approved by 
parents. 

12. Alcohol/drug abuse. 

13. Physical health problems 
(chronic illness, obesity, 
physical deformity, 
pregnancy, etc.). 

Other Comments :^ 



Any additional information not covered in this form 
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Data Gathering Instruments 

The following information was provided by the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education ( Achieving Success With Rfore Students; Addressing the Problon of 

Students At Risk). These instruments nan hp ,.qoh t» nssi'rt cchoolc and 

districts assess school climate frcm both student and staff perspectives 
They can also provide data that inform school and district plans to iirorove 
services for youth at risk. 

Educational Quality Assessmsnt 

•nils instrument, developed by the Pennsylvania Department of Education for use 
at in grades 4, 6, and 7 contains several sections that are particularly 
relevant: Self-Concept in School, Health, Understanding Others, 
Citizenship/Social Responsibility, Work Opportunities and Attitudes and 
Condition Variables from Students. These sections collect information about 
student self-concepts and expectations, as well as student decisionmaking in 
the areas of health (e.g., drugs and alcohol), social situations (e.g., 
racial, religious or cultural diversity) and legal issues (e.g., rights and 
properties of others). BQA. also includes an instruirent to gather teacher 
perspectives about expectations, student interest and involvoiEnt in school, 
and school climate. 

Available from: Pennsylvania Department of Education 

Division of Educational Testing and Evaluation • 
Bureau of Educational Planning and Testing 
333 Market Street 
Harrisburg, -PA 17126 



Quality of School Life Scale 

The Qiality of School Life Scale asks students (upper elementary through high 
school} to assess three dinensions of school life: satisfaction with school, 
comiutment to classwork and reactions to teachers. It is based on the theory 
that students who positively assess these diirensions will be more apt to stay 
in school, develop a lasting commitment to learning and use the ^^^hool settini 
as an advantage. ' 

Available frcm: Riverside Publishing Conpany 
8420 Bryn r.lawr Avenue 
Chicago, IL 60631 
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Effective Schools Battery 

piis instrument was developed at the Johns Hopkins University's Center for 
Social Organization of Schools to assist in research about how school 
environments can contribute to delinquency, dropping out and school failure. 
The EbB asks students for their perceptions of key school envirorarent eleronts 
(e.g., rules, rewards, student influence) and of themselves and their peers. 
It also surveys teachers about scKool climate. The ESB provides information 
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that can help a school staff identify elerrents of the school environment that 
need attention and assess the ^feet of changes made in those elements on 
students and teachers. 

Available from: Psychological Assessirent Resources, Inc. 
P.O. Box 98 
Odessa, FL 33556 



Wisconsin Youth Survey 

The survey was developed at the University of Wi scons in-i\fedi son to assess t>ie 
inpact of various interventions designed to encourage at-risk secondary 
students to continue in school. Hie instruirent obtains infornation for 
assessing students' sociocentric reasoning; social bonding to peers, school 
and teachers; academic self-concept; locus of control; and self-esteem. Data 
have been collected that suggest the instrument is able to discriminate among 
these possible program aiphases. Hie wys is based upon the belief that 
schools are unlikely to have mach effect or. students at risk unless there are 
seme fundamental adjustments in the way the institution interacts with them. 
Hie establishment of positive social bonds between students and their teachers 
and peers is viewed as an essential starting point for reversing- student 
alienation. ^ 



Available from: National Center on Effective Secondary Schools 
University of Wi scons in-P/Iadi son 
1025 W. Johnson Street 
Madison, WI 53706 
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